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I came to these rocky shores of Maine from my native Brooklyn
in the summer of 1938 before I entered medical school at New
York University (NYU). It was here that I met Homer Smith, Jim
Shannon and Robert Pitts. I worked in the laboratory of Homer
Smith the entire summer on the excretion of phenol red by the
dogfish and on the daddy sculpin, which has glomeruli when young
and becomes aglomerular in adulthood, and therefore filters
inulin when young and does not in adulthood. I had to fish for the
sculpins and from time to time I hoped there were easier ways to
catch the fish. It was an exciting and productive two months and
a time when I made wonderful friends and became a colleague of
Shannon and Pitts. I was sent here by my uncle Joe Bunim, who
worked in the Department of Physiology after his fellowship at
Yale and before he joined the faculty of the Department of
Medicine at NYU. He was my big brother, who carefully and with
wisdom, guided me through my years until he died at an early age
in 1964. Smith and Shannon were Joe's idols. Shannon became my
mentor. I worked with Shannon summers and during my school
years. But always, Smith was the overseer and the constant source
of stimulation and provider of knowledge. He was always at NYU,
whereas Shannon and Pitts left NYU and continued their highly
productive lives in other institutions, Shannon at NIH and Pitts at
Syracuse and Cornell. I guess that, in this august group of
scientists who came to celebrate Smith's 100th birthday, I was
invited because I had known Homer Smith longer than anybody
else. I met Homer 57 years ago when he was 43 years old and had
been Chairman of the Department of Physiology at NYU for a
good number of years and received worldwide acclaim as a
scientist, author, philosopher and scholar.
He was a very humble man who was constantly in pursuit of
knowledge, always thinking constructively and analytically. He
always seemed to be in deep thought. Here in Maine, during the
summer months at Salsbuiy Cove, he was at home or in the lab
always reading or writing. While in the labs he was looking over
and studying data, or planning and suggesting experiments. At
sunset almost every day, weather permitting, he would sit by
himself close to the beach and watch the beautiful sunset and sit
and think. He was never disturbed by anybody. When we in the lab
were invited to his home we were most welcomed. He alone
prepared and served the food. After we discussed the latest
published books, especially novels, he frequently played the piano.
He was a master at the piano. His insights into whatever was
discussed were unique and extraordinary. None of the people in
the room could match his scholarship.
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My assignment for this article, as we are commemorating and
celebrating the 100th birthday of Homer Smith, is to briefly
discuss Smith as a humanist. Smith meets all the definitions of a
humanist. These definitions include the revival of classical letters,
and/or an individualistic and critical spirit with emphasis on
secular concerns characteristic of the Renaissance. Also, by
definition humanistic philosophy asserts the dignity and worth of
man and his capacity of self realization through reason, and often
rejects supernaturalism.
From childhood on, Smith was an avid reader and was inter-
ested in science, particularly chemistry and to some degree
machines and engineering. He soon became interested in biology
and was a total adherent to the science and philosophy of
evolution. He vehemently rejected supernaturalism and fought
against any concept of creation. His conviction of evolution
included his concept of the development of the kidney. To him
evolution was the basis for the development of the structure and
functions of the kidney. He wrote, "There are those who say the
human kidney was created to keep the blood pure or more precisely,
to keep our internal environment in an ideal balanced state—I would
deny this—it owes the architecture, not the design or foresight of any
plan, but to the geologic revolutions of 600,000,000 years."
Smith denied the supernatural but he had some compromise to
make. In his novel Kamongo, which was a best seller and was
published in 1932, he vividly describes a discussion with a priest on
a ship on its way to Africa. Smith is the scientist who argues that
man is a result of evolution and the priest came close to
convincing him that, despite the logic and evidence of evolution,
there is "an Unknown which neither you nor I nor any man can ever
fully understand."
In 1956 Smith delivered a lay sermon at the White Plains
Community Church. In this brilliant sermon on religion he tried to
distinguish between atheism and agnosticism. He adhered to the
quote of Humpty Dumpty in Alice in Wonderland, "Wizen I use a
word it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more or less."
Smith believed that atheist is a messy word of many meanings and
agnostic is a nice clean-cut word, the meaning of which we can
discern from the intent of the author, following the example of
Humpty Dumpty. He redefined Huxley and he chose the word
agnosticism to mean, "In a philosophical sense, then agnostic holds
belief to be inconsequential and is equated with empiric naturalism
which confines itself to the study of the observable cosmos, including
the earth and man and all his hopes and fears, his highest aspira-
tions." Homer believed that agnosticism is a scientifically and
philosophically defensible position.
It was always evident that Smith did not believe in the estab-
lished religions. But, that disbelief by no means satisfied his
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uniquely inquisitive and analytical mind. He had to deal with
man's drive to accomplish and the experience of emotions. In Man
and His Gods he writes about man, "No supernal power can aid
him. He must find within himself the creative vision, the courage and
the will for fulfillment." He continues, "Man did not need a machine
to manufacture happiness nor an oracle to tell him where to find it.
It is a product of life, needing only to be separated from a dross of
want and pain."
Smith had a sophisticated sense of humor. Frequently he
combined his humor with philosophy and science. He enjoyed
humorous poetry and he made poetry humorous in its application
to science. So he did in his beautiful lecture "Plato and Clemen-
tine" that he delivered at the University of California in 1946. To
those of us who learned statistics by rote, it was a highly instructive
and enjoyable essay. By believing that the famed Clementine of
the universally sung ballad was the assumed normal young female,
he analyzed and critiqued the statistical normal, With his presen-
tation of the data of the statistician and associating the analysis
with the verses of Clementine, he delivered a thorough and
complete dissertation of the statistical normal. His application of
the ballad is strikingly appropriate. Normal is far from absolute.
He said that no two men nor women are exactly alike in their
chromosomal pattern. Then where is the normal man or woman?
When it was all over and he demolished the normal and Clem-
entine disappeared, he ended by singing "How I missed her, how I
missed her—How I missed my Clementine, so I kissed her little sister
and forgot my Clementine!" Smith was a true Renaissance man and
by definition he had an emphasis on secular concerns character-
istic of the Renaissance. He was Scientist, Teacher, Explorer,
Philosopher, Novelist and Perennial Student.
Smith's scientific accomplishments are legendary. He was in-
deed a world leading scientist whose vast knowledge and accom-
plishments have led to an era of organ physiology beyond
compare. He was not limited to studying and analyzing the myriad
functions of the kidney. In his book "From Fish to Philosopher,"
Smith, who loved to play the piano and compose music, described
the pianist's hands in motion. He analyzed bone and muscle
function during the playing of several classical compositions. The
number of functions of the hands and feet is staggering and no
one but a musician and a physiologist could make such determi-
nations.
I personally was fortunate to have been involved with Smith and
the Department of Physiology since 1938. Except for my intern-
ship in Baltimore and the war years, I was a frequent visitor to my
friends in the Department and at times a participant in some of
the activities of the Department. At times Smith would engage me
in suggesting medical diagnoses. He always thought of the clear
and the obvious and asked the most pertinent questions. Follow-
ing World War II, on my return from the South Pacific, I joined
the staff of the Goldwater Memorial Research Service of NYU,
which was led by Jim Shannon. He had just left the position
shortly before I came to Goldwater. It was again my good fortune
to become associated with the best and the brightest, among
whom were Bob Berliner, Bud Earle, Tom Kennedy and Bob
Bowman. We established a life long relationship. I learned a great
deal during my years of friendship. However, there were the "big
four" of science whom we looked up to: Homer Smith, Jim
Shannon, Bob Berliner and Bud Earle. Each and together they
made epic contributions to science and medicine. Homer was the
senior partner. This program to celebrate the birth of Homer
Smith is also a tribute to the "big four" by those of us who tried
to follow in the footsteps of Smith, Shannon, Berliner and Earle.
Allow me a few moments to say a few words about Smith and
NYU. He was our most illustrious member of our faculty. He was
recruited from the University of Virginia by the visionary Dean,
Dr. John Wyckoff. His close friends in other departments at NYU
were Donal Sheehan, a neurophysiologist, and Chairman of
Anatomy and the Nobel Laureate Severo Ochoa.
During World War II, Smith, Sheehan and a few others
published a manuscript "The Mission of a Medical School" a
visionary plan for a post-war Medical Center. This was the plan
for our Medical Center as it exists today.
Most of Homer's years at NYU we spent in the old building, the
building of the Bellevue Hospital Medical College. This college
merged with NYU in 1898 to become the combined Bellevue!
NYU School of Medicine. This building still stands on 26th Street
and 1st Avenue. Homer and his colleagues Bill Goidring and
Herb Chasis established labs in this old building in which history
was made.
And so, I am deeply appreciative to the Organizing Committee
for having given me this special opportunity to talk about Homer
Smith, the humanist. It is a real pleasure to come back after 57
years and participate in this unique international symposium
honoring Homer W. Smith on the 100th Anniversary of his birth.
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